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Abstract
The purpose of this Action Research Project is to examine my role in the classroom as an
educator, and to reflect on my findings to see how, or if, I provided differentiated and equitable
learning strategies in the classroom. What's more, I examined whether or not there were
adjustments that I could make to my teaching strategies in order to better align my planning,
instruction, and assessment with my philosophy of teaching. I proposed three specific research
questions, which were: 1) How has the differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the
course of my teaching experience? 2) How do I incorporate the best equitable learning strategies
in my lessons? 3) How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching
philosophy? In order to gain a better understanding of my teaching practices, I gathered data
through various sources including a personal research journal, formal lesson plans, reviewing
recordings of my lessons, and observing my mentor teacher. The analysis of the data revealed
that I use differentiated and equitable learning strategies, and that my use of them has improved
through my teaching experience. These results by no means indicate that I am a perfect educator,
merely they indicate that I am on the right trajectory to becoming a well-rounded evidence-based
practitioner.
Keywords: differentiation, equitable teaching and learning, Heritage Language Learners, literacy,
proficiency-based teaching and learning
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
On Teaching and Learning
“The teacher must adopt the role of facilitator not content provider.” - Lev Vygotsky
I view teaching as a vocation, and a calling; one where we pick up the mantle of those
who have gone before us, following in their footsteps and their example, yet striving to create a
more perfect system for all. Teaching is not only a means to impart knowledge and skills to
tomorrow’s leaders and community members, but also as a means to promote social justice.
Teaching begins the moment that students enter my classroom. It is necessary that
students feel welcomed, respected, and honored for who they are as human beings. This response
teaches them that they are worthy of time and investment. The teacher initiates and develops
mutual respect between the teacher and student, and amongst peers. Building rapport and
relationships creates an environment that is conducive for teaching and learning, and values
equity for all.
I am my students’ mentor and guide, not an authoritarian leader with a watchful eye,
trying to trick them or who is lying in wait to catch them at their worst. Students need to know
that I trust them to be able to take that leap in their academic pursuits, that I will cheer them on
when they succeed, and that I will catch and guide them when they do not quite make the mark.
I challenge students to engage in learning by setting high expectations and holding them
academically and behaviorally accountable (Burden, 2016). The structure of my classroom
environment is one where students feel safe enough to be challenged to control their own
behavior and their own learning to the best of their ability with appropriate and useful scaffolds
in place. I believe that students can accept and rise to the challenge.

8

What's more, I challenge students to engage in learning by promoting a sense of wonder,
posing hypothetical and “what if…” questions, as well as playing devil’s advocate at times. I
pique their curiosity and challenge them to look deeper not only into topics or concepts, but also
into themselves. Learning is to take on new skills, information, ideas with ease and comfort,
almost without any conscious awareness. Learning is not memorization and does not happen in
one sitting. I liken it to a delicious stew that simmers all day in the crockpot. We add a variety of
ingredients to the stew - some tastier than others - but once all the flavors meld together the end
result (there is never really an end result) is satisfying. At any given point in the process of
making the stew, the taste will be different, but always warm and rich. The longer it simmers, the
more the flavors blend and transform.
Building Relationships
I align myself with Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of learning and believe that the
classroom teacher is a mediator for students to construct meaning. The teacher has the
responsibility of setting up a classroom community that has its own culture based on mutual
respect, rapport, and collaboration. When students feel safe interacting in their microcommunity, also known as the classroom, they become actively involved in their own learning
and develop their new schema. The teacher is the facilitator who puts the scaffolds in place and
offers guidance in order for this sociocultural learning to occur.
In order to create this classroom community, it is important to become well acquainted
with the students, to find out what their likes and dislikes are, what their interests are, and to
begin to discover what motivates them. Becoming acquainted with students also allows an
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opportunity for students to get to know me as a person outside of the role of the teacher.
Ideally, I would have the ability to become acquainted with my students prior to the beginning of
the school year. This idea may not always be possible, so, from the first moment students walk
into my classroom, I need to develop a positive rapport. I am a naturally warm and inviting
teacher who loves to chat with my students about their lives. I want to ensure that I get to know
every student as an individual.
Building rapport and relationships with students is an ongoing process that I maintain and
strengthen daily throughout the school year. This process continues by probing to find out details
about each student’s life, engaging in conversation with individual students, listening to
conversations between students, closely observing projects or assignments around the students’
interests and lives outside of school. Paul Burden (2016) states, “When students sense that a
teacher cares for them, they see the teacher as more credible and as an ally. This increases
motivation to follow directions, to adhere to rules, and to put in effort in classroom activities” (p.
5).
In addition to building a community of trust and rapport with my students, it is also
important to develop a rapport with families. Connecting with families gives me a peek into what
my students’ lives are like outside of school. It allows me to get to know each family’s own
culture and the existing dynamics with each other. Not to mention, when teachers and families
communicate and have a good relationship, students are more likely to receive guidance and
support at home, and they tend to adhere to the classroom expectations (Burden, 2016).
Demonstrating empathy, interest, kindness, being humble, having a sense of humor, and sharing
aspects of one's personal life are all ways that a teacher begins to develop rapport with students
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and families, which sets the stage for a productive learning environment and academic
experience for the students.
Building Community
My content area is Spanish with an additional ESOL/Bilingual endorsement. The theory
of sociocultural learning lends itself nicely to providing engaging and rich content and
instruction in the acquisition of a second language. Stephen Krashen (1981), expert linguist who
specializes in second language acquisition, states that, “[Language acquisition] requires
meaningful interaction in the target language - natural communication - in which speakers are
concerned not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and
understanding” (p. 1). Krashen claims that there are several factors that predict a student’s
achievement in a second language classroom, one of these being the student’s attitude toward the
classroom and the teacher. When a student has a positive attitude toward the class and the
teacher, they tend to be more successful in language acquisition and learning. The thought is that
the student who feels at ease in the classroom and enjoys the teacher may be open to receiving
input from others and may be more open to taking risks in producing the second language.
Krashen (1981) expects that student motivation to apply themselves, thus resulting in more
learning, occurs when they have positive attitudes toward their classmates and teacher. This idea
goes hand-in-hand with my philosophy of teaching and learning, and at the heart of this is
building positive relationships in order to promote teaching and learning.
When mutual respect and rapport occurs, teachers are naturally more responsive to the
varied needs of their students. In her book The Dreamkeepers, Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009)
tells us that equality does not equal sameness; sameness is when all students are exactly alike.
The classroom is its own microcosm where every student has their own unique personality,
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needs, and wants. All students are equal, yet they are not the same. For teaching to be culturally
relevant, and to respond to the varied needs and backgrounds of every student, teachers must
embrace the differences amongst their students.
Promoting classroom safety and wellness at the onset of and throughout the school year is
a first step in responding to the varied needs and backgrounds of students. The classroom must
be physically and emotionally safe for all students for a teacher to be able to respond to the needs
and backgrounds of her students (Burden, 2016), and for the students to be able to accept the
teacher's response. If students do not feel emotionally and physically safe in their environment,
they will not be opened to receiving what the teacher has to offer.
Each student has their own way of learning and relating to the world. When a teacher
takes the time to know her students, she will be able to better respond to the needs of all students.
Diversity encompasses the multitude of ways that we as human beings are unique and are not
exact replicas of any other person. In any given classroom, we will find physical, emotional, and
cognitive diversity. In my classroom, there is space for every unique person. I desire and
encourage students to bring their unique qualities and experiences to the table in a manner with
which they are comfortable and feel safe, physically and emotionally. By honoring each student
for who they are and as they are, I can assess where their strengths lie and where they may need
support to develop, as much as they are capable.
Engaging families in the learning process and in the school community is one strategy to
respond to students’ varied needs and backgrounds. I talk to students and parents about their
heritage so that I can gain a greater appreciation for their cultural, religious, and ethnic
uniqueness. As well, I gain insight from the parents as to how their child learns and what aids are
helpful for the students. By gaining this greater understanding of my students’ background, I will
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be able to look at some of their actions through a broader lens, considering cultural variances in
relationships and behaviors, as well as different learning styles, and how these differ from the
expected behaviors of the dominant culture.
Just as students come with a variety of backgrounds and learning styles, they also come
with a variety of behavioral styles. Some students are more spirited than others and need a
teacher who interprets each situation and makes sound decisions based on what she sees at the
time and based on what she knows about those students. What may be appropriate for one
student in one situation may not be appropriate for another student or for a different situation.
Good rapport and clear expectations stated at the onset of the school year will guide how the
teacher handles the needs of each student in varying scenarios (Burden, 2016).
I am an aficionado of Haim Ginott, and his discipline model of Congruent
Communication, which is an “authentic way of talking in which the teacher’s messages to
students match the students’ feelings about situations and about themselves. In this way, teachers
can avoid insulting and intimidating their students and instead express an attitude of helpfulness
and acceptance while showing increased sensitivity to their needs and desires” (Burden, 2016, p.
21). This concept works with all students because it considers the needs of each individual.
Facilitating and promoting mutual respect and positive relationships does not end with
the students and the families. It extends beyond and into the greater school community. Just as I
collaborate with my students and their families, I also collaborate with colleagues to find new
ways of teaching and assessing students that are fair and equitable in order to best meet the needs
of students. I look to more experienced teachers and administrators as mentors and guides to lead
and empower me to find resources for our students.
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Professional Development and Leadership
Good teaching does not happen by accident. Even the most gifted educators are a result
of cycles of study, practice, and reflection. A teacher’s commitment to ongoing learning and
professional development creates a culture of learning throughout the school. Teachers who
develop their own knowledge and professional skills model for students that learning is
important and that it has a purpose. Although I am a teacher, I am also a student. It is a continual
endeavor to grow professionally and to further my education and knowledge around teaching and
learning. As I learn new ideas, philosophies, strategies, and concepts from my students, their
families, my colleagues, and my community, I grow professionally, and I am better able to meet
the needs of our diverse students and to address learning challenges that our students might face.
Working in a professional learning community with my colleagues is one of the ways that
I develop professionally, hone my skills as an educator, and cultivate my leadership skills. When
I collaborate with my colleagues, I am able to problem-solve, learn, receive support, and to hold
one another accountable. Collaborating and consulting with colleagues creates a place for a
sounding board to advocate for students. It also creates a place to form best practices and to enact
change in order to influence better student outcomes in every domain. When I reflect on my
work with colleagues, and the advocacy and leadership that ensue, I realize that through this I am
ready and able to pick up the mantle that former educators left behind, those who have blazed
trails before me. Wearing the mantle empowers me to move forward in education and be an
advocate for all students and be an agent for change and excellence in education.
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Conclusion
Being an educator in the 21st-century is a role to impart vital knowledge to our students, as well
as being an advocate for our children and youth, especially those who are most silent and unseen.
It is through developing positive relationships with students and their families, in addition to
providing quality content pedagogy, that we can promote equity and social justice in our
classrooms. Fostering a culture of community and inclusivity guides the interactions that lead to
positive social, emotional, and academic outcomes in the classroom. These academic and socialemotional lessons learned in the classroom will lead students to become open-minded, critical
thinkers. They will carry these lessons and experiences with them as they develop and go out
into the world.
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Chapter 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review
My purpose in this review of the research was to discover how teachers and researchers
have looked at education through the lens of equity and social justice in language classes. I
searched for research on equity and social justice in education because these issues not only
affect our students, but also have a profound impact on our society, now and in the future. As
well, I searched for studies on the implementation of alternative and/or differentiated
assessments for students. Using differentiated and alternative forms of assessment in order to
provide a culturally-responsive evaluation of students’ work that gives an accurate reflection of
their personal progress is something about which I am passionate. I also searched for studies on
proficiency-based teaching and learning to investigate its possible ties to the notion of equity in
education. Because I am focusing on my own practice of second language acquisition in the
classroom, I looked for studies that indicated the kinds of instruction in language classes that are
effective in reducing cultural, racial, linguistic, and socioeconomic bias and barriers in language
education. My intention was to see if there is a correlation between the study of a second
language in a school and the reduction of stereotypes.
Procedures for the Literature Review
I based the selection of literature for this review on several specific criteria. I included
research on the equity of differentiated teaching and assessment in education if it contained the
following descriptors: social justice, racism, classism, linguistic and socio-cultural bias in
education, barriers to education. In order to narrow my findings and to make them more specific
to this research, I then focused my review efforts on articles that discussed second and foreign
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language acquisition, sociocultural theory of learning, differentiated instruction, alternative and
differentiated assessments, and proficiency-based teaching and learning. From there, I looked
for literature that supported the themes that emerged from the main articles in my review. First, I
searched in the SAGE, JSTOR, Google Scholar, and EBSCO databases, along with conducting a
search for books and articles in the database of the Hamersly Library at Western Oregon
University, for articles that met the keyword criteria previously mentioned.
In order to integrate the literature review into this research project, I examined each text
and assigned them to separate research categories with major themes: 1) Equity in Education, 2)
Teaching Strategies, 3) Sociocultural Practices in Second and Foreign Language Acquisition
Instruction. I read and examined each article and book to determine how it fit within these broad
thematic categories. Through a process of rereading and dissecting the texts, I was able to
extrapolate themes to determine the subheadings in the literature review. My intent was to start
with a broad treatment of each major theme and then to systematically reduce broad
understandings of equity, teaching strategies, and sociocultural based practices down to a
specific understanding of how these themes are present in research about teaching social justice
in education, specifically second and foreign language classes in secondary education.
The sub-themes under the theme of Equity in Education are 1) Diversity, 2) Inclusivity
and Differentiation, and 3) Culturally-Responsive Pedagogy. Under the theme of Teaching
Strategies are the sub-themes 1) Evidence-Based Practices, 2) Instructional effectiveness, and 3)
Proficiency-Based Teaching and Learning. Under the third theme of Sociocultural Practices in
Foreign and Second Language Acquisition Instruction are the sub-themes of 1) Sociocultural
Theory of Learning, 2) Teaching about Culture in the Language Classroom, 3) Deconstructing
Racial, Linguistic, and Cultural Stereotypes.
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Research Studies
This research study combined strands of complementary research literature, centered on
the sub-themes. I discuss the theme of Equity, followed by the subtheme of Diversity. Next, I
consider research on Differentiation and Inclusivity, because the diversity in American public
schools begs for the provision of differentiated instruction and assessment in a way that includes
all students in any given classroom. Differentiation and inclusivity in the classroom are
necessary for equity to thrive in education. Finally, I look at research on culturally-responsive
pedagogy because this idea lends itself to providing differentiated and equitable teaching in
diverse classrooms.
The Inequity of Equality
Public education in the United States is an equal right for all, yet the system implicitly
forces inequities in academia, and educators and administrators must address these inequities
(Darling-Hammond, 2016; Mangrum, 2018). There are champions in our society who fight for
the equality of all. However, equality is not the same as equity. Equality is when everyone has
equal portions of the same thing or same rights. Equity is when everyone gets what they need in
order to be equal. Equity is levelling the playing field. Equality is a free and appropriate
education for all. Equity is the provision of free transportation for students who may otherwise
not be able to make it to school to receive that free and appropriate education. “It’s important to
distinguish equitable outcomes from equal outcomes. Equality, as we see it, connotes sameness.
Equity, on the other hand, connotes fairness” (Gorski & Pothini, 2014, 18).
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Diversity
Diversity: the condition of having or being composed of differing elements;
variety. (Merriem-Webster, n.d.).
Variety is the very spice of life, that gives it all its flavor (Cowper, 1785).
Human nature dictates that we all want to find what is normal and acceptable in the
world. There cannot be normal without abnormal (Dupre, 1998). But who is to decide what is
normal and what is not? The notion of normal implies “good” across powerful disciplines such
as science, medicine, economics, and education (Annamma, et al., 2013). The United States
culture unconsciously (or consciously, at times) sees the white majority population and
Eurocentric ideology as normal. That is to say, that which is white, Western, and able is
superior, to that which is not (Annamma, et al., 2013). This issue is abundantly clear with our
linguistically diverse and racial minority students in our schools, as well as students who are not
a racial minority yet have a disability in some capacity. There is a disproportionate number of
culturally and linguistically diverse students in special education programs (Annamma, et al.,
2013; Robinson, 2016).
Diversity is not just racial diversity. It also encompasses other types of diversity such as
culture, language, religion, sexual orientation, gender identification, disability, socioeconomic
status, to name a few. The diversity in America’s public education classrooms looks very
different than it did just 20 years ago. In the fall of 2000, White students made up 61 percent of
the public-school population, Blacks,17 percent, and Hispanics,16 percent. Yet, by the fall of
2017, White students made up only 48 percent, Blacks decreased to 15 percent, whereas in
contrast Hispanics increased to 27 percent (Hussar, B., Zhang, J., Hein, S, et al., 2020).
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Diversity in the classroom brings about unique perspectives and experiences. It promotes
creativity and encourages students to consider alternative perspectives of which they may not
have otherwise thought (Phillips, 2014). Researchers have found that the interactions students
have with those who are different from themselves bring about improved critical thinking skills
and problem-solving skills (Wells, et al., 2016). In essence, working in diverse groups of people
makes us smarter.
When we choose to overlook or ignore diversity, when we choose to not recognize and
value the diversity in our classrooms, inequality becomes legitimate. Consequently, whether
explicitly or implicitly, the predominant group denies some students the opportunity to receive
the same benefits and attain the same academic achievements as their peers from the majority
group (Read, Aldridge, Ala'i, Fraser, & Fozdar, 2015). As well, we do a disservice to our
majority population students who lack the perspectives and knowledge that the culturally,
racially, linguistically students, as well as students with disabilities, bring to the classroom. One
path to attaining equity in education for our diverse student population is inclusivity and
differentiation of instruction and assessment (Robinson, 2016).
Differentiation and Inclusivity
To differentiate: to recognize or give expression to a difference (MerriemWebster, n.d.)
Inclusivity: the quality or state of being inclusive; including everyone (MerriemWebster, n.d.)
When we keep in mind the great diversity and ever-changing demographics in public
school classrooms across the United States (Hussar, B., Zhang, J., Hein, S, et al., 2020), we can
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see that a one-size-fits-all approach to teaching, learning, and assessment is no longer a viable
option for our students in the 21st-century.
The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (2008) has listed several
traits or skills that they believe students must have in order to be ready to thrive in the 21stcentury. A couple of these skills or traits are 1) Exhibit positive interpersonal relationships
that value multiple languages, cultures, and all persons, and 2) display leadership skills that
inspire others to achieve, serve, and work together.
Inclusivity includes creating a learning environment that fosters positive interpersonal
relationships, and that values multiple languages, cultures, and all persons (Aceves, & Orosco,
2014; Gorski & Pothini, 2014; Read, et al, 2015). It allows for the development of knowledge
and understanding that is more than just factual content knowledge (Bearne, 1996). By fostering
positive relationships in the classroom, the class begins to see itself as a unit, working together
and valuing input from all (Boaler & Sengupta-Irving, 2016).
Since factors outside of a student’s control, such as race, ethnicity, culture, poverty, etc.,
significantly impact their academic achievement (Aceves, & Orosco, 2014), administrators and
teachers must make the decision to intentionally and deliberately create environments of
inclusivity and provide differentiated routes to learning and teaching.
If we look at knowledge and the assessment of that knowledge in terms of administering
a test where a student can spit out memorized facts and figures, then we are missing the mark on
education and assessment. Factual content does not equal knowledge. When we concentrate on
the acquisition of facts, we forget about conceptual understanding, reasoning, and judgement,
which are integral in attaining true knowledge (Bearne, 1996). In fact, when we emphasize
factual content knowledge, we ignore the myriad of other ways to reflect on the world and run
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the risk of devaluing understanding that appears to not contain factual content knowledge
(Bearne, 1996). Learning and knowledge is so much more than just being able to iterate facts and
figures. As well, there is not one mode of learning that is superior to another.
Through creating a classroom environment that is psychologically and emotionally safe,
teachers will be able to meet a large portion of their students’ academic needs. By embracing the
diverse perspectives and styles of learning and routes of learning, educators can include all
members of the classroom community in the learning process (Aceves & Orosco, 2014). When
educators create a safe classroom, acknowledge students, and celebrate them for what they offer
the classroom community, they are better able to get to know their students and to differentiate
instruction and assessment for students. They can culturally respond to the culture of the
classroom and to the culture of the individual student (McLoughlin, 1992).
Culturally-Responsive Pedagogy
Culturally-responsive pedagogy gives educators insight and guidance on how students’
cultural, linguistic, and racial identities develop and how this impacts their learning (Aceves &
Orosco, 2014). It is the use of strategies and materials that address the varying linguistic,
cultural, and experiential backgrounds of students (Robinson, 2016). Culturally-responsive
pedagogy includes creating school environments that foster genuine respect for students and
guides them to have confidence and trust in their learning capabilities. As well, culturallyresponsive teaching provides a curriculum that occurs in the context of the students’ cultural and
linguistic backgrounds (Aceves, & Orosco, 2014). Most importantly, culturally-responsive
teaching may be helpful in mitigating the historical inequities that have occurred (and still occur)
in schools across the United States.
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In a culturally-responsive pedagogy, the students’ contribution in the classroom drives
teaching and learning (Aceves, & Orosco, 2014). The teacher grabs on to the students’
contributions, as well as their prior learning and knowledge acquired through their cultural and
home experiences in order to create new learning opportunities. Through these student-oriented
practices, teachers are responding to the students’ linguistic and cultural needs, academically and
otherwise. By placing students at the center of their own learning and infusing the curriculum
and instruction with the students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds, students have agency over
their learning. The learning and acquisition of knowledge becomes something that they have
power over and that they can own (Anton, 1999).
Strategies
Strategy: the skill of making or carrying out plans to achieve a goal (MerriemWebster, n.d.).
When one looks at the word “strategy” in Merriam-Webster's dictionary, one of the first
definitions that one sees is “the science and art of military command exercised to meet the enemy
in combat under advantageous conditions." At first glance, this definition may seem to have
nothing to do with the field of teaching and learning. However, every day in classrooms students
and teachers battle against issues, policies, and practices that create barriers and negatively
impact the academic achievement of students. Many of these barriers, such as poverty,
addiction, and homelessness, the students and teachers have very little control over. However, it
is possible for the mitigation, and even resolution, of some barriers such as language proficiency,
disabilities, and racial and cultural diversity to occur. When teachers craft and teach learning
strategies to students they create advantageous conditions for the reduction or elimination of
barriers.
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Proficiency-Based Teaching and Learning
proficient: well advanced in an art, occupation, or branch of knowledge
(Merriem-Webster, n.d.).
When I think back to my formative years in school and the norms for teaching and
learning at that time, images bombard my mind Images of desks neatly lined-up in straight rows,
of long periods of seat-time in classrooms, of each student keeping their eyes on their own paper
at all times, of homework assignments that felt meaningless, of cramming for tests which meant
rote memorization of the facts and figures, culminating in the waiting with bated breath for our
report cards to arrive. If we received passing grades on an exam or project, we were content. As
long as we kept quiet, focused on ourselves, and did the work the teachers were content. If we
brought home acceptable grades, then our families were content. Then, the process started all
over again with the next unit of study.
One of the drawbacks of this traditional view of teaching and learning is that it does not
consider the myriad of ways that make up student achievement that are more than just academic
knowledge, such as social and emotional skills, and the ability to apply newly acquired
knowledge to other areas (Sturgis & Casey, 2018). Built on this traditional view is the concept of
winners and losers, a hierarchy of those who succeed, and those who fail (Sturgis & Casey,
2018). As well, this traditional view establishes and perpetuates a lack of equity in classrooms.
There is one set of standards for all students, regardless of their needs, abilities, and
backgrounds. The traditional system values compliance, but does not support experimentation,
risk-taking, inclusivity, nor cultural responsiveness (Sturgis & Casey, 2018).
Today we can find a plethora of educators that are employing unique strategies that aim
to combat the inequities traditionally found in classrooms. They are proving that many strategies
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and practices can effectively combine high-level teaching instruction with equitable learning.
Proficiency-Based Teaching and Learning (PBTL) is one of these practices. A primary goal of
PBTL is to provide a culturally-responsive pedagogy and to eliminate the continuous
achievement gaps between racial, cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic groups (Fitzsimmons,
et al., 2017). PBTL allows for the equitable achievement of all students and for students to take
ownership of their own learning (Sturgis & Casey, 2018).
There are several hallmarks of PBTL, some of which include: 1) Providing students with
clear learning targets; 2) Providing students with extended time to complete assignments and
projects; 3) Students receive timely and differentiated feedback; 4) Allowing students to progress
at their own pace, and giving them the time and space to do so; 5) Students have access to
nontraditional assessments; 6) Granting students additional opportunities to demonstrate
proficiency, without a penalty; 7) For those students who demonstrate proficiency at a faster
pace than other, provide opportunities to dive deeper into content to extend their knowledge, or
move onto new concepts (Fitzsimmons, et al, 2017; Haynes, et al., 2016; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).
PBTL focuses on a growth mindset and encourages inclusion of all students, meeting them
where they are at and supplying them with the tools, challenges, and support to move them
forward from that point, thus providing access to equitable education (Sturgis & Casey 2018).
PBTL also lends itself to developing positive relationships in the classroom, which in turn
positively impacts the students’ learning experience (Levine, 2020). Evidence states that students
are more likely to engage in school when they feel valued and have strong positive relationships
with their peers and teachers (Levine, 2020; Abramczyk Jurkowsk, 2020; Shepherd, 2005;
Haynes, et al., 2016).
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As I had mentioned before, I felt as if I were cheating when I knew ahead of time what
the academic expectations were for assignments and assessments. Yet, I felt more motivated to
learn, and retaining information came naturally when I knew what the expectations were. PBTL
requires transparent expectations for learning, as well as explicit and measurable learning targets
in order for students to demonstrate proficiency (Fitzsimmons, et at, 2017; Kahlil & Elkhider,
2016). As students work toward proficiency in their own way and pace, they are able to acquire
new knowledge into their existing schema (Fitzsimmons, et al, 2017; Haynes, et al, 2016).
Students will develop proficiency in the academic content area and internalize it so that they can
apply it to real-world issues as well as use it for future success (Casey & Sturgis, 2018).
Collaboration
to collaborate: to work jointly with others or together, especially in an
intellectual endeavor (Merriem-Webster, n.d.).
An instructional strategy that is key to culturally-responsive pedagogy is collaboration.
Collaboration enables students to share and learn from their collective experiences. In many
classrooms, students work alone and in silence. However, students report that working in
collaborative groups is most beneficial and rewarding for them (Boaler & Sengupta-Irving,
2016). The two main reasons for this is that working in collaboration with other students
increased their interest in the work and working with their peers deepened their understanding of
the task at hand (Boaler & Sengupta-Irving, 2016).
Activating and reinforcing a student's background knowledge and prior learning during
collaborative work improves student engagement (Aceves, & Orosco, 2014). Researchers note
that students' critical thinking and problem-solving skills strengthen when they work
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collaboratively with peers whose backgrounds are different from their own, which confront them
with new perspectives and ideas that challenge their thinking (Wells, et al., 2014).
Not only does collaborative work have academic benefits, but it also provides support for
social skills and peer relationships. Working together, students can support and guide each
other’s learning. One of the beauties of collaborative group work is that it draws in students who
may not usually participate in the class discussions. In a collaborative group where every student
has a part, the students who are quiet, shy, or anxious now could participate and to have their
ideas heard without having the eyes of the entire class on them (Davin & Donato, 2013).
Collaborative groups work best when the groups are heterogeneous and students do not
see one student as the expert on a subject (Boaler & Sengupta-Irving, 2016). When there is a mix
of students from varying cultural, social, and academic backgrounds, students get to hear varying
perspectives and conclude as a group. In one study, students said that they were grateful for
being able to work in heterogeneous groups, and they felt that they had achieved more than they
would have if they had been working in groups with students who were at similar academic
levels (Boaler & Sengupta-Irving, 2016).
Alternative Assessments
alternative: different from the usual or conventional: such as a): existing or
functioning outside the established cultural, social, or economic system (MerriemWebster, n.d.).
assessment: the action or an instance of making a judgment about something
(Merriem-Webster, N.D.).
Assessment. Exam. Quiz. Test. All these words evoke anxiety, and a sense of dread in
most people. Assessments have such a negative connotation that just the mention of one throw
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people into a tailspin of doubt and fear. However, it is necessary to have assessments in order to
determine where a person registers on any given scale. Research has shown that traditional
assessment practices can have a significant negative impact on a student’s academic achievement
(Aceves & Orosco, 2014), particularly students who come from racial, cultural, or linguistic
minority backgrounds, those who have a disability, and those who do not fit inside the “norm” of
society (Syverson, 2009). All too often, teachers defer to the one-size-fits-all pen and paper type
of assessments. Unfortunately, these assessments are not always differentiated, nor do they
necessarily determine where a student lies on a scale of competence. When students only accept
pen and paper or traditional assessments, a lot of information and data will be lost or omitted.
The pen and paper assessments only show a sliver of a snapshot of what a student may know.
Oftentimes, students will memorize facts and figures to be able to spout them off for the
assessment, yet they have not retained this new information beyond the next day’s assessment.
Not to mention that the ability to recite facts does not equal knowledge. It does not account for
conceptual knowledge, reasoning, judgment, or reflection, which all come into play upon gaining
true knowledge (Bearne, 1996).
In Proficiency-Based Teaching and Learning, we discovered that there are a multitude of
ways to give and receive education. Assessments are no exception. With technology, teachers
have at their fingertips a whole world of nontraditional assessment ideas and tools that may
pique the interest of their students and engage their students in learning.
Teachers could create and administer assessments that fall outside of the range of what
we consider traditional. Teachers that offer nontraditional assessments most often find that they
have better engagement and cooperation from students (Nagro, et al., 2016; Zeiser, et al., 2016).
As well, students who engage in nontraditional assessments have a higher rate of intrinsic
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motivation (Zeiser, et al., 2016) and the assessment itself becomes an educational tool that is
positive and relevant to the student (Sturgis & Casey, 2018).
Students express more satisfaction with their academic experience when they can engage
in nontraditional assessments (Kahlil, 2016; Sturgis & Casey, 2018). They claim to have a
greater sense of agency over their learning, and they are better able to demonstrate their
academic growth and proficiency (Kahlil, 2016; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).
Nontraditional assessments include visual art, drama, poetry, dance, blog, podcast, video
recording, a portfolio of student work, music, to name a few. Any activity or artifact where the
student can demonstrate their proficiency in the content area that involves and engages the
learner, and considers their individual differences and circumstances, can provide equity in
education for all learners, and focus on learning instead of on grades (Bearne, 1996; Shepard
2005; Nagro, et al., 2018; Syverson, 2009).
Sociocultural Aspects in a Classroom
sociocultural: of, relating to, or involving a combination of social and cultural
factors (Merriem-Webster, n.d.).
class: a body of students meeting regularly to study the same subject (MerriemWebster, n.d.).
classroom: a place where classes meet (Merriem-Webster, n.d.).
From birth, society provides us with opportunities and relationships steeped in cultural
norms and regulations that society takes for granted (Kahlke, et al., 2018; McInerney, et at.,
2011). Embedded in our encounters with others are these assumptions of norms and regulations,
which we take for granted (Kahlke, et al., 2018). In any group of people, there are assumed
implicit cultural rules for dialogue, gender roles, and hierarchy (Kahlke, et al., 2018). Yet, when
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each member of this group hails from a different culture, there are as many sets of rules and
norms as there are people. The basis for assumptions about a person’s character and personality
depends through which cultural lens other group members view their actions. Not to mention,
certain behaviors may be perfectly acceptable in one culture, yet another may consider them to
be taboo or abhorrent.
Classrooms are fraught with misunderstandings and miscommunication, but especially so
in a classroom where there is a high level of racial, linguistic, cultural, and ability diversity. Each
student and teacher brings their own culture to the classroom. When one group deems the
cultural mores of another group to be inappropriate, abnormal, or wrong, an imbalance of power
occurs, which impacts student learning (Annamma, et al., 2013; Aceves & Orosco, 2014). The
potential for marginalizing or ostracizing students is high. Vygotsky recognized that social
settings and learning go hand-in-hand. Therefore, teachers must use instructional strategies that
work in a social context to promote learning (Kurt, 2020).
An educator who has explicit or implicit knowledge of sociocultural theories can help
navigate the potential problems in a high diversity setting and try to even out the balance of
power in the class. The teacher who views the diversity of the classroom as a strength can use it
to help their students acquire new knowledge (Aceves & Orosco, 2014). By calling on each
student’s background knowledge, language, and culture, the teacher is guiding the students along
the route of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development. Students work within the context of
their own cultural backgrounds, while at the same time collaborating with peers to share their
collective experience, to learn, and incorporate new information (Aceves & Orosco, 2014).
Research has shown that when teachers use collaborative approaches to incorporate and reinforce
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the background knowledge of students, there is an improvement in engagement and motivation
(Aceves & Orosco, 2014).
A pro-social and person-centered learning environment is one that takes into
consideration and fosters the backgrounds, wants, needs, and efforts of the teacher and each
student (Freiberg and Lamb, 2009). Teacher attitudes and behaviors create the atmosphere of the
classroom as they develop positive relationships with the students, encourage positive rapport
between students, and act as the role model for prosocial behaviors. The pro-social and personcentered approach is one where students feel supported by their teacher and peers so that they are
willing to use the learning strategies, or scaffolds, in place to be able to acquire new knowledge
and share their personal knowledge and experiences with others (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Summary
Education in the 21st-century has become increasingly diverse, just as the student
population has. Through this diversity, challenges arise yet give way to opportunities to create
engaging pedagogy that is equitable and meets the educational and social needs of all students.
Although some teachers struggle with these challenges, the literature reviewed shows that it is
possible, as well as imperative, to create classrooms that are inclusive and curriculum that is
equitable. The literature reviewed aligns with my research questions about equitable learning
strategies and differentiated instruction. It also reveals that, in general, students fare better
academically when they work in collaboration with peers, when they have activated their prior
learning, when they draw on their personal experiences to connect to their new learning, and
when they are able to access alternative assessments. As well, the literature demonstrates that
equity occurs in collaborative groups where each student has a voice, and peers give attention
and credence to the prior learning and personal experiences of others. Correspondingly, when
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educators provide students with a series of assessments to demonstrate their proficiency, fairness
and equity occur. The literature review also spoke to my research question about how my lesson
plans, activities, and strategies align with my philosophy of teaching. Through the literature, I
extrapolated the definitive qualities that create differentiated and equitable lesson plans,
activities, and strategies that are in alignment with my philosophy of teaching, which is one that
values creating rapport and developing positive relationships with students.
Given the findings of this literature review, the next chapter will explain the methods and
procedures of action research that I used to examine my own teaching practices. My goal is to
determine how my teaching practices have become more inclusive and equitable over time, and
to verify that they align with my philosophy of teaching, and if they do not, to reflect on what my
next steps will be.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODS
The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action
research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher artifacts,
journaling, teacher interviews, and teacher observations as a means of data collection. I will
begin with a review of action research principles to establish the foundation for this study’s
method of inquiry. Second, I will review the options and purposes of data collection that helped
to highlight my guidance and find ways to improve. Third, I will elaborate on my research
background, methods of data collection protocols, maintaining the credibility of the data, and
acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will introduce the procedures used to
study my practice and provide data and analysis to explain the adaptations and adjustments I
made to my teaching when implementing this research.
Research Questions
My focus for this research was looking at differentiation and culturally responsive
pedagogy, evidence-based practices and strategies, and teaching improvement. Specifically, I
examined diversity, inclusivity, teaching strategies, proficiency-based teaching and learning,
sociocultural theory of learning and the use of nontraditional assessments. This focus is
consistent with the following InTASC teacher professional development standards. What's more,
I considered how studying my practice, in line with InTASC Standards, could improve my
instruction and thus, student learning. My purpose of this study was to discover how teachers and
researchers have looked at education through the lens of equity and social justice in language
classes, and how my own teaching practices reflect this. The research questions for this study
were: How has the differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the course of my teaching
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experience? Through this inquiry, I had hoped to be able to examine my lesson planning over
time, looking specifically for evidence of changes in differentiation. I was hoping to glean some
idea of not only how they have changed, but also what significant (if any) changes occurred, and
why. By using the data gathered from a focus on this question, I tested the evolution of
differentiation in my lesson planning. I was hoping to see that as I progressed as a teacher, the
level of differentiation in my lesson plans would progress as well. How do I incorporate
equitable learning strategies in my lessons? My hope was to thoroughly examine the learning
strategies that I incorporate in my lesson plans and teaching. I used the data gathered from this
question to validate that I, indeed, imbued equitable learning strategies throughout my lessons.
My hope is that if the differentiation of my teaching has changed over time, then the strategies
will become more equitable, serving all students. How do my lesson plans, activities, and
strategies align with my teaching philosophy? My philosophy of teaching is the foundation for
what I do professionally as a teacher. My hope was to take an in-depth look at my lesson plans,
instruction materials, and strategies to see if and how they fall in line with my teaching
philosophy. I used data gathered from a focus on this question to describe the activities and
strategies that I use and to see if they are in alignment with my teaching philosophy.
InTASC Standards
For the purpose of this project, I will focus on the InTASC standards. InTASC is the
Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) that is a part of The Council
of Chief State School Officers. The InTASC standards describe what teachers should know and
be able to demonstrate in order to teach all students so that they are college or career-ready by
high school graduation. There are ten standards created by InTASC and they cover the themes of
Learner Development, Learning Differences, Learning Environments, Content Knowledge,
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Application of Content, Assessment, Planning for Instruction, Instructional Strategies,
Professional Learning and Ethical Practice, and Leadership and Collaboration. Applying
standards such as these to all teachers creates a guideline of the professional expectations for
educators to adhere. Without a set of common standards there is a risk of disconnection among
educators across the United States. They would probably provide a dissimilar content pedagogy,
which could negatively impact the education of our students. When one group of educators has a
set of high standards and expectations, another group of educators has a different set of
standards, the potential for students to have equal access to the same high-quality education as all
other students may be in jeopardy. Students and communities benefit when there is a consistent,
cohesive set of standards applied to all teachers.
The InTASC standards are a guide to which I can refer as I grow and develop
professionally as an educator. I can compare my lesson plans, instruction, and assessment with
the standards to see where I am making the mark and where I can grow and improve. What's
more, I can refer to the standards to ensure that I continue to hold myself accountable to the
professional learning and ethical standards that InTASC has set.
For my first research question - How has the differentiation in my lesson planning
changed over the course of my teaching experience? - I have chosen to focus on InTASC
Standard #1: Learner Development and InTASC Standard, and #2: Learning Differences. Both
standards refer to how learners develop and learn individually and uniquely based on variances
in cognition, social, emotional, linguistic, and physical abilities. My first question for research
looks at differentiation, and both standards deal with differentiation of students in classrooms.
For my second research question - How do I incorporate equitable learning strategies in my
lessons? - I focus on Standard #8: Instructional Strategies. This standard focuses explicitly on
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instructional strategies that teachers use in the classroom to help students develop content
knowledge and apply that knowledge in meaningful ways. For my third research question - How
do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching philosophy? - I focus on
Standard 9: Professional Learning and Ethical Practice. Standard #9 refers to teachers engaging
in ongoing professional development as well as continually evaluating their own practice and the
impact this idea has on students. My teaching philosophy is one that will change and evolve over
time as I grow as an educator. I want to continuously engage in self-evaluation in order to ensure
that my teaching practices are in line with my teaching philosophy, no matter in which stage of
development it is.
Methods and Procedures
Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data
to improve my own practice in line with the InTASC professional standards, it was important to
choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers and how I was
paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Hence, the design of
this study is one of action research.
An action research project is a valuable professional development tool for teachers to
examine their own teaching and professional practices with a critical eye. (Preisman, 2007)
Teachers take an in depth look at their own practices, along with performing scholarly research
to become informed about best practices and how to use the information they find in their
research to make changes to their educational practices moving forward (Ferrance, 2000,). It is
imperative that educators participate in action research projects. It is through an action research
project and reflecting on it that educators become more professional and develop into a higher
caliber of educator. By continuing to develop professionally and being willing to look for areas
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of growth in ourselves, we are better able to serve all of our students. Not only do we as
professional educators benefit from looking at our roles with discernment, but our students and
communities as a whole benefit from this.
Data Collection
The basic steps in action research are 1) identify a topic or issue to study, 2) collect data
related to the chosen topic or issue, 3) analyze and interpret the collected data, and 4) carry out
action planning, which is the application of the action research results. In an action research
project, there is a relation between the data collected and the topic or issues, and they provide
answers pertinent to the research questions. As Padak and Padak observe, “Any information that
can help you answer your questions is data” (1994). Hence, I used a variety of data collection
tools related to my topic to ensure the validity of my results. Furthermore, I adhered to the
following four characteristics in determining the data I would collect for my study: 1) anonymity
of students, 2) creation of comparisons in data collection so that one can judge the results against
themselves both before and after the intervention period, 3) Prior to data collection, identification
of aspects of performance to be examined so that the information was relevant and connected to
the research questions, and 4) a provision of a collection of a variety of data that would bring
different aspects of the topic to light (Padak and Padak, 1994). Finally, because I was studying
my own practice while I was in the middle of said practice, I acknowledged the “spiraling
nature” of data collection in action research (Padak and Padak, 1994). By focusing on data in
connection to my research questions, my attention turned to other pieces of data that emerged in
relation to my questions. I included these emergent data pieces as a part of the study as they had
relevance to my research questions.
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Because my research questions focus on my personal work towards differentiating lesson
plans and teaching, as well as using equitable learning strategies that align with my teaching
philosophy, I chose to collect data that would provide information about how my practice and the
interventions I identified aligned with the research topic. Next, I will describe the types of data I
chose to collect.
Professional Journal
Through keeping a daily log of my thoughts and reflections on my teaching, I hope I will
come to some insights on how I am as an educator and what might be my line of thinking at any
given moment in the planning, teaching, and assessment. I feel this item is an authentic data set
that will reveal much of my thinking, where my strengths lie and where there are areas of
growth.
Teacher Observation
Through observing others, I can learn new strategies and techniques, and to grow
professionally. When I can observe another teacher and see how their teaching impacts the
learning outcomes of the students, I can compare that information with my own teaching to
verify what my strengths are, and to determine not only what my areas of growth might be, but
also how I want to grow.
Self-Observation
Observing ourselves in action can be eye-opening and give us insight into ourselves. By
viewing a video recording of myself teaching several classes, I am hoping to be able to see my
teaching style objectively and to compare it to the research I have encountered and to my
interviews with other teachers in order to gain deeper insight to how I can evolve and grow my
lesson planning, teaching, and assessment.
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Context of the Study
The setting of the school in which I work is in the center of a small city in Oregon that
serves students in grades 6-8. There are around 700 students in the school. The school is racially,
culturally, and linguistically diverse. 59% of the students are Latino/a, 50% are Ever English
Learners, there are 16 languages spoken at the school, 24% of the students have disabilities, and
over 95% of the students receive free or reduced lunch. The school has several PLC groups for
teachers to work together and collaborate. As well, the school encourages teachers to take active
roles in positions of leadership throughout the school.
I am working under the tutelage of a Spanish language and dual-language math teacher
who has been working at this school for almost ten years. She has been teaching for the same
length of time as this school was her first teaching job after graduating from an education
program. We are on a block schedule during this time of comprehensive distance learning. There
is synchronous learning two days a week with one cohort, and synchronous learning two days a
week with another cohort. On the days that students are not in synchronous learning, they have
asynchronous learning at home. On these days, the expectation is that students work on school
assignments on their own at home. The mentor teacher engages me in assisting her with lesson
planning, and developing activities and assessments, as well, she provides me with continuous
feedback and reflection.
Participants
Because the design of this study takes an action research approach, the main participant
in the study is me, as the teacher. As my learning progressed throughout my student teaching
program, I became interested in several ideas that would help me to improve my instruction.
Ultimately, I decided to focus on the main research areas outlined in my research question. To

39

lend credibility to the results, I will share from my self-study of my practice, it is important to
describe my role in the classroom where I teach. In this section, I will focus on describing my
classroom and my role as the teacher.
I am in a unique position so far as being an educator goes. I have no formal training in the
field of education, yet I have been teaching Spanish in an elementary school for 11 years.
Currently, I have been a student teacher at the middle school level since September 2020. Daily,
I am with my mentor teacher during live Zoom classes for first, second-, and third-year Spanish
classes, as well as an advisory period and a dual-language math class. Working with students in a
school that has such a high rate of linguistic and cultural diversity has led me to question my
teaching practices and curious if those practices align with my philosophy of teaching, as well as
with the InTASC standards.
How I Studied My Teaching
For this action research project, I will be studying my own teaching for 3-5 months. I will
record myself teaching once a week and reflect on the video. In addition, I will also conduct
interviews with several experienced teachers to determine which skills I think are valuable and
want to strive for. I will compare the data that I receive from interviews with the videos that I
have made and see where I would like to improve.
Credibility
Validity and reliability are important aspects of social research and researchers account
for these in a variety of ways (Torrance, 2012). Both validity, the quality of being logically
sound, and reliability, the degree to which researchers consider accuracy to be dependable, are
components of credibility, which is the quality of trustworthiness. Eisner (1991) believes that
credibility of qualitative research grows through a “confluence of evidence” that includes several
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types of data (p. 110). Validity of research is one component of providing credibility and can
occur through the triangulation of data (Lather, 1991). Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso,
Blythe, and Neville (2014) explain that one type of triangulation is method triangulation, which
includes using multiple methods of data collection. This idea is like Eisner’s method of structural
corroboration (1991). Eisner (1991) also believes that receiving input and opinions from others
in the same field serves as a means of consensual validation and helps to further prove
credibility.
In my research, I used multiple methods of data collection. These different methods
served as method triangulation based on the explanation from Carter et al. (2014). The methods
of data collection were through journal writing, teacher observation, and self-video. This allowed
me to analyze the data through different means to ensure that I was correctly interpreting the
data, as well as resulting in “a broader understanding of the phenomenon” (Carter et al., 2014, p.
546). What's more, to further strengthen my credibility, I also used member checks to provide a
form of consensual validation. Dr. Kenneth Carano and Marianne Stupfel-Wallace provided the
member checks.
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Chapter 4
PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
Chapter 4 presents the results of the findings obtained throughout this action research
project. As well, it discusses the data collection process and the analysis of that data. The goal of
this action research was to pose three questions about my role as an educator, gather data in
reference to those three questions, and reflect on the findings in order to better align my teaching
practices to meet the needs of all learners, and to align those practices with my philosophy of
teaching. This data collection aligns this process with INTASC standard #9, “the teacher
engages in ongoing professional learning and uses evidence to continually evaluate his/her
practice, particularly the effects of his/her choices and actions on others (learners, families, and
other professionals, and the community), and adapts practice to meet the needs of each learner.”
The questions presented in this action research project and the data collected were a
product of my experience as a student teacher in a Spanish class at a Title I middle school that
has rich cultural, racial, ethnic, linguistic, and socioeconomic diversity. The questions posed
were: 1) How has the differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the course of my
teaching experience? 2) How do I incorporate the best equitable learning strategies in my
lessons? 3) How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching
philosophy?
Using the principles of action research to gather data about my role as an educator in
order to improve my practice, I collected data in several forms: personal journal entries,
comparing lesson plans over time, formal observations from my mentor teacher and university
supervisor, recording and reviewing my teaching, interviews with my cooperating teaching, and
information obtained from artefacts from my edTPA.
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I organized this chapter into three sections, each section addressing one of my three
research questions and looking at them through the lens of the data sets that I collected. I
analyzed the data and organized it by finding themes into which I could pool the data. For each
research question I assigned a color, then separated those colors into themes.
The recurring themes for my first research question - How has the differentiation in my
lesson planning changed over the course of my teaching experience? - were learning
disabilities/literacy, and teaching Heritage Language Learner students. For the second research
question - How do I incorporate the best equitable learning strategies in my lessons? - I
identified the theme of proficiency-based teaching and learning. I found the themes of building
relationships, sociocultural issues, and care and connection to answer my third research question,
which was, How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching
philosophy? Once I organized the data, I was able to analyze it and apply it to my research
questions.
Data Analysis for Research Question #1:
How has the differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the course of my teaching
experience?
Heritage Language Learners
Differentiation in the classroom is so important. Specifically, in a beginning Spanish
class where there is a mix of students who may or may not speak Spanish at home and have
different levels of knowledge of Spanish grammar in one classroom. In this Spanish class, the
starting point is not level. In addition to students having varied exposure to Spanish language and
culture, differentiation must occur for those students who are also on an IEP or a 504 plan. It is
important to be able to make classroom teaching and learning as equitable as possible.
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When looking through the data sources that I compiled through the action research
process, the main sources of evidence for how lesson differentiation has progressed came from
my journal entries and reviewing and comparing lesson plans. Through the analysis of these data
sets, the research has shown an improvement in my understanding of differentiation and in my
ability to differentiate teaching practices and strategies to meet the needs of the students.
To effectively analyze my lesson plans for differentiation, I examined my lesson plans
and journal notes from a 12-lesson unit. I noticed through examining my journal entries that most
of my students were Heritage Language Learners.
A Heritage Language Learner is a person studying a language who has some proficiency
in or a cultural connection to that language through family, community, or country of origin.
Heritage Language Learners have widely diverse levels of proficiency in the language (in terms
of oral proficiency and literacy) and of connections to the language and culture. They are
different in many ways from students studying the language as a foreign language (Heritage
languages in AMERICA: Research: Frequently asked questions, 2016).
Questions and doubts arose in my journal entries that begged for more knowledge on how
to differentiate instruction for Heritage Language Learners. A few excerpts from my journals that
reflect the need for differentiation and equitable learning strategies for Heritage Language
Learners are:
A discussion with an HLL [Heritage Language Learner] really spurred my
thinking and how to best meet the needs of HLLs. In fact, Spanish is her 2nd language.
She is bored. How do I incite her excitement and joy for learning another home
language?
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How will I be able to differentiate for the students who are HLLs? What about
those that are in IEPs or 504? Will I unwittingly bring in information that is without
context for some of these students?
Creating equitable learning strategies for the students is so important to me, but I
often feel like I am flailing about, trying to be everything to all students. Much like I
stated yesterday, I need to pare down what I do, identify strategies that really can reach
more students. The use of visual aids is going to be my lifesaver. Pictures, arrows, etc.
are going to help all students; clarify for students who think they understand, support for
students who struggle with reading, as well as for those whose first language is neither
English nor Spanish.
With my journal entries in mind, I reviewed the lesson plans and focused on two sections
from the edTPA lesson plan template that have the prompts of “Connections to students’ ‘Funds
of Knowledge'/assets, prior knowledge, and or/interdisciplinary connections that will be made
during the lesson” and “How have you addressed the needs of diverse learners? (Ex: IEPs, 504s,
linguistic & cultural diversity, students without prerequisite knowledge, etc.).” These prompts
allow the educator to plan specific supports for diverse learners such as those on IEPs or 504
plans, ELL students, etc. In my case, I wanted to analyze explicit support for Heritage Language
Learner students to see if my planning had changed as a result of my wonderings and reflection.
Figure 1 below shows how I used universal design as my guide to develop my supports for the
whole class. However, there was nothing specific that could target the varied needs of the
Heritage Language Learners in terms of language learning.
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Figure 1
Lesson Plan 1

My response to the prompts demonstrates the difference in universal design. My lesson
plan included strategies that differentiated and scaffolded the lesson, and that applied to all
students. I utilized visual aids, which included colored, bolded, and highlighted fonts, anchor
charts, photographs, etc. I provided sentence frames and other scaffolds that would help students
to be better able to formulate their responses and questions. Tasks were broken down into
detailed steps to guide the students on the expectations. Translanguaging in class is always an
option provided for all students, which can be especially helpful for the Heritage Language
Learner students. I created these strategies with the needs of specific students in mind, yet I
applied the strategies universally because they could benefit all students, regardless of their
abilities or challenges. However, I did not know my students well enough when I created the
unit to appropriately differentiate the lesson with Heritage Language Learners specifically in
mind.
By Lesson 6, I had gained a better understanding and knowledge of my students and what
some of their learning needs were. I developed relationships with them that allowed me to learn
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what their linguistic and cultural backgrounds were, and what their goals were in taking a
beginning Spanish course. I was able to incorporate into the prompts and learning strategies
ways to differentiate the lessons and instruction to make them more meaningful and dynamic for
the heritage language learner students. In Figure 2, we can see that I have added to the following
prompt about funds of knowledge/assets:
Have students reflect on their own cultural practices within the community and
their family -what activities do they practice that may not be on the lists? Do they have
different names for activities?”
As well, in the prompt of how I have addressed the needs of diverse learners I
have added “Extension exercises for HLL students - increased grammar and spelling,
writing longer sentences.” The goal is to give Heritage Language Learner students the
opportunity not only to focus on language acquisition, but to study language more deeply
and look at grammatical structure and spelling.
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Figure 2:
Lesson Plan 6

When I reviewed the subsequent lesson plans, I noted that by lesson 9 I had extended the
response to the prompt of addressing the needs of diverse learners to also include the students
themselves revising sentence frames so that they are more authentic for their speech and
language. In other words, adjust the sentence frame to reflect how they speak naturally when
communicating with other Spanish speakers in the community and family. The way we
communicate, the words we choose, etc., vary from person to person. I hope these exercises can
explain the identity of students as individuals and give them a certain degree of autonomy while
learning traditional languages.
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Figure 3:
Lesson Plan 9

Literacy
The second theme that recurred in my journal was the topic of literacy. In my lesson
planning under the prompt of “How have you addressed the needs of diverse learners? (Ex:
IEPs, 504s, linguistic & cultural diversity, students without prerequisite knowledge, etc.)”, I had
used a universal design approach to create strategies for differentiation. I felt that these strategies
could benefit every student in some way, regardless of their strengths or challenges. These
strategies include the use of visual aids, translanguaging, comprehensible input, slowing the rate
of speech, the use of sentence frames, and breaking down words, phrases and tasks into chunks.
The strategies were helpful for the entire group, in general. However, as I began to teach my
lessons and develop relationships with the students, I discovered that the strategies that I was
using were not sufficient or appropriate for one student in particular. My goal is to meet the
needs of all of my students, so I had to do more introspection and investigation to determine
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what I could do to meet his needs. Some of my thoughts in my journal reflect the goal of
appropriate and liberal use of differentiated teaching:
I worked with the student I had mentioned yesterday 1:1 in a breakout room,
working on Spanish conversation. I believe he may be a HLL or possibly even ELL. I
want to be able to look more into his background so that I can best meet his needs in the
classroom. Is his low reading level because he is ELL? Does he have trouble reading in
Spanish because he is HLL? So many questions!
Not only do themes of differentiation emerge from my journal entries, but themes of equitable
learning strategies emerge as well:
Today CT and I discussed a student who has a very low reading level - in the 4%.
He refuses to interact in partner work, and we could not figure out why. CT worked with
him today and that is when she realized his reading level was lower than grade level
(assessed at a first-grade reading level). He was able to engage in dialogue once the
teacher modeled for him and gave him one sentence at a time in the chat, along with
reading it out loud to him and prompting him for answers. We will make sure that we do
2 partner conversation groups in a class. The first one we will pair him up with a
teacher. The second group, which will be a repeat of the same conversation, will have
him in a group with a teacher and another student. This way he will have had a chance to
practice with a teacher, then have a teacher for support in the group. This provides him
what he needs in order to be successful.
This last journal entry drove home the importance of reading through every student’s
individualized education plan (IEP), collaborating with special education teachers, and seeking
them out when there is a concern or question about a student. If my mentor teacher had not
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checked this student’s file and reached out to the special education teacher, she may not have
known that this student had challenges with literacy and she needed to ask for guidance and
collaboration with the special education teacher. Providing information on his IEP is the key to
forming strategies that may benefit students in the classroom.
Shortly after I began teaching this unit, my university supervisor observed me teaching a
class and provided me feedback with the differentiation I was providing:
I met with Carmen today to go over the observation she provided this morning. I
received some really good feedback from her. She noted the ways that she saw I had
differentiated instruction - color-coding, changing fonts, making use of chat as well as
oral expression, using visual aids along with written texts.
I appreciated her feedback but expressed that I was still struggling with meeting the
literacy needs of this one student, and that I felt like I was doing him a disservice with some of
the strategies I had employed. My journal entry goes on to say:
She [Carmen] reminded me that the use of pictures is still considered
literacy/reading. This is such a new concept for me. This will help me move forward.
When I broaden my thinking, expand what I consider to be appropriate criteria for
instruction and assessment, then I have so many more options in order to be able to meet
the needs of the students.
I kept these words in mind as I worked through later lesson plans and creating
assessments. The themes of equitable learning strategies and differentiated instruction were very
apparent to me in this journal reflection:
Today I felt like I made the mark in terms of providing equitable learning
strategies and differentiated instruction. Today was a listening comprehension quiz, and I
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kept thinking about the student with the low reading level as I created this quiz and as I
worked out the rubric. I found a video for them to watch and listen to. I felt the video
could be beneficial for all students, but maybe even more so for those that might struggle
with reading, auditory processing, or something else. In the video, the speakers had a
slower rate of speech, the actors demonstrated the activities that they enjoyed doing, and
there were written words that accompanied the activities. There were lots of supports
provided for the students. After I helped the students find their quizzes and get started, I
offered to stay on to read the questions and statements for the students. The student with
the low reading level stayed on longer than any other student, and I was hoping he would
take advantage of my offer to read the questions. He did not, yet I can’t help wondering if
just having me stay on the Zoom session while he worked, knowing I was there to help
when needed, helped to reduce his affective filter. I missed most of the Spanish 2 lesson,
but I felt this was worthwhile.

Today was the first time for me to give an assessment over the interpersonal
standard. I was really concerned about E and how he would do on this assessment.
Carmen’s words about pictures counting as “text” have really stuck with me. I did not
get to do the oral interpretive assessment with E today. We will get to it tomorrow,
assuming he comes to class. I was prepared to assess him today, however, I had created
a Jamboard with pictures of the Spanish activities that we have talked about in this unit. I
wanted him to be able to pick a few activities that we can talk about, then clear the page
of all the rest so as to not overwhelm and confuse him. My plan is to allow him to access
the pictures during the assessment to be able to refer to if he gets stuck in asking me a
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question. I have something similar to this for the other students whose reading level is at
least closer to grade level, however they have the actual words instead of the pictures to
use. I am using the same rubric for his assessment, however how I go about
administering the assessment is a little different.
Through my reflection in my journal writing, and the guidance from my mentor teacher
and my university supervisor, I felt that I made great strides in providing differentiated
instruction and assessment for my students and was able to serve the students who may have
greater challenges and needs.
Data analysis for Research Question #2
How do I incorporate equitable learning strategies in my lessons?
Providing equitable learning strategies is of utmost importance for me, especially
working in a Title I school where oftentimes the playing field is not level and resources are not
equitable within the school district. The data on how I incorporated fair learning strategies into
the curriculum was demonstrated by data obtained from my lesson plans, my journal entries, and
interviews with my mentor teacher.
Proficiency-Based Teaching and Learning
In traditional educational approaches, students earn academic credit by fulfilling “seat
time” and passing a course. It may be possible for students to pass their courses, earn the
required number of credits, and receive a diploma without acquiring important knowledge and
skills, or becoming proficient in an academic course. Proficiency-based teaching and learning
(PBTL) is an alternative to these traditional educational approaches. The goal of proficiencybased learning is to ensure that students truly learn the content. Educators apply the same
consistent standards to all students equally. These learning standards describe expected
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knowledge and skills that students will acquire. In proficiency-based programs, educators track
and report on academic progress within the learning standards. With this data, educators often
know what specific knowledge and skills students have acquired or may be struggling with
because the standards are so specific (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2016).
Considering the unique demographics and needs of this school, PBTL has served the
students well. I had some background knowledge of PBTL prior to starting my student teaching
position and was pleasantly surprised to discover that this school uses PBTL for teaching,
assessing, and grading students. I am fortunate to be working at one of the few middle schools perhaps the only one - in this school district that uses PBTL for assessing and grading students.
My mentor teacher has provided me with ample opportunities to discuss PBTL and to
work with her in designing assessments and assignments around this. Prior to lesson planning,
we determined what the specific content objectives we were going to be, and how we were going
to assess the students on this. From there, we were able to work backwards to create lesson plans
that were aligned with the specific content objectives in the formative assessments throughout
the unit, and in the summative assessment at the end of the unit. (See Fig. 4)
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Figure 4:
Content Objectives and Assessment Plan for the Unit of Learning

Prior to creating the assessments, we created rubrics that showed students the specific
grading criteria and what we as educators would be looking for in order to assess their level of
proficiency. The levels of proficiency used at the school across all classes are Mastery - 4,
Proficient -3, Developing - 2, Attempting - 1. Mastery means having mastered that specific skill
or standard at that time, whereas Attempting is the student trying to engage with the assessment.
In these following journal reflections, themes of equity and differentiation emerge:
Discussed how to best assess students for lesson plans; PBTL instead of letter
grades. Creating rubrics that align with the standards. Verbiage of rubrics counts.
Explicit teaching of academic language relevant to discourse of language acquisition
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The more I know, the less I know. This is pretty much what Alyssa said too. It is a
never-ending learning process, this PBTL. It has to be because each student is unique
and different. Each group of students has its own culture and personality. One size does
not fit all.
Once I established the criteria for the assessment, I was able to create a summative
assessment, with activities and assignments that would support the expected learning outcomes.
As I designed the summative assessment, I had a very clear picture of each of my students and
what their strengths and challenges were. It was important to me to design an assessment that
would clearly determine if the student was proficient in the area yet meet the learning style and
needs of each student. As I worked hard to complete the task of providing differentiated
assessments for students, this log entry stated my thoughts:
In the 2nd period there is one boy who has a lower reading proficiency level.
Today was a listening comprehension quiz, and I kept thinking about him as I created this
quiz and as I worked out the rubric. I found a video for them to watch and listen to. I felt
the video could be beneficial for all students, but maybe even more so for those that
might struggle with reading, or auditory processing, or something else. In the video, the
speakers had a slower rate of speech, the actors demonstrated the activities that they
enjoyed doing, and there were written words that accompanied the activities. There were
lots of supports provided for the students.
At this school, with PBTL, once the teacher creates the rubric and assessment, they
review the rubric with the students to explain the specific criteria for each proficiency level so
that there are no surprises or “gotchas” when it comes time for the assessment. This idea is an
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equitable learning strategy that proved to be immensely successful. When the students knew
what to expect their levels of anxiety seemed to dissipate, and their engagement increased.
A couple of classes prior to giving the interpretive assessment to the students I provided
them with a copy of the grading rubric for the assessment (See Fig. 5) We went over it together,
clarifying academic language, answering questions. I then had the students work together with a
partner to break down the rubric to determine the difference between the proficiency levels and
what they would need to do in order to achieve mastery.
Figure 5:
Grading Rubric for Spanish 1 Interpretive Assessment

This activity gave the students the opportunity to make meaning for themselves about
what the standards and expectations were for the assessment. This journal entry reflects my
thoughts on the process of going over the rubric prior to the assessment. The themes that appear
in this journal entry are differentiation and fairness. I determined that the theme of differentiation
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emerged from the following entry because by going over the rubric with the students I was able
to read out loud while the students followed along, as well as rephrase or have students rephrase
the language of the rubric to make it more comprehensible to some students. I was also able to
change the style and color of the font and highlight specific parts of the text. Reflecting on the
following journal entry, I see that through these strategies I was able to differentiate the
instruction of the rubric to meet the academic needs of each student:
I realized just how important it is to go over the rubric with the students so that
there aren’t any surprises or “gotchas”. Breaking down each proficiency level and
comparing it to the one before it makes it very clear as to what the expectations are, what
they need to focus on. I was able to explicitly teach/remind about some of the vocabulary,
which I think helped the students.
On the day of the assessment, I went over the rubric once again with the students, again,
clarifying academic vocabulary, explaining the differences between the proficiency levels, etc.
What's more, the students had the rubric on the assessment, along with a checklist (See Fig. 6)
that they could refer to throughout the assessment and use as a guide for what the expectations
were in order to attain proficiency, if not mastery.
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Figure 6:
Rubric Checklist for the Interpretive Assessment

It turns out that this list is very valuable. As students worked on their assessments, I
noticed that they referred to the rubric and the checklist and checked the boxes as they reviewed
their completed work. It was so valuable that I chose to create a checklist for the following
assessment, which was an interpersonal (speaking) assessment (See Fig. 7).
Figure 7:
Interpersonal Assessment Checklist Based on the Rubric
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One student, who was more than capable of achieving a 4 on the assessment, was demonstrating
that he could only achieve a 3. Instead of letting him complete the assessment “as is,” I
conferenced with him, and we looked over the checklist together to see if he was missing
anything. When reading the following journal entry that discussed this situation, I saw where the
theme of equity in my strategies emerged. I could have easily given the student a 3 on the
proficiency scale and stopped there. My intention in creating the checklist was for students to use
it to help guide their thinking as they reflected on the assessment process during the assessment.
Not every student has had prior experience using a checklist for an assignment or an assessment.
Using a checklist may have been a new concept for this student. By drawing attention to the
checklist and going over it with him, I was able to provide instruction on this tool that he may
not have had experience with before.
There was one student who I knew was more than capable of achieving a 4,
however, he had only met the criteria to achieve a 3. Together we looked over the
checklist and I read each criterion to him and gave him an example of when I had used
that criterion during our conversation/assessment. Having this checklist gave him a
frame of reference and something concrete to refer to. We went back into assessment
mode, and he was able to meet all the criteria for a 4. Not only that, but he also took the
conversation a step further and introduced questions that were not even taught in class.
This is equitable teaching and learning strategies in action. All students receive the same
rubric with the same content goals and standards. Yet, each student got what they needed in
order to be as successful as they could be at that time. All students received direct instruction on
the rubric and expectations. I designed the assessment for all students but took into account the
scaffolds that some students may need. The checklist and the conference I did with the student
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allowed him to clearly identify for himself what he was missing from the assessment, and to
move forward from there in order to demonstrate his correct level of proficiency.
Data Analysis for Research Question #3
How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching philosophy?
Building rapport and developing positive, healthy relationships with my students and
their families is at the core of my teaching philosophy. It has never been more apparent than this
year during COVID-19 that rapport and positive relationships is what will see us through. The
main sources of data that showed how my lesson plans, activities, and strategies aligned with my
teaching philosophy were my journal entries and listening to audio recordings of my own
teaching.
I was quite taken aback by some simple, yet profound, moments of care and connection
with students that seemed to impact their learning for the day. One thing that really stood out to
me was the need for flexibility and being able to flow with Plan B when Plan A was not working.
The entire world has embarked on uncharted waters this last year. Prior to this pandemic, so
many of the students and families at this school were already grappling with challenges such as
unemployment, food insecurity, homelessness, etc. The pandemic not only exacerbated these
challenges, but also increased the number of students whose families were facing these
challenges. School is often the one stable constant in the lives of students, where routines are
predictable, and food is a guarantee. Pulled out from underneath the students quite literally
overnight were their stability and predictability. Many classrooms still had March 13, 2020,
written on the whiteboards when we returned to in-person school in April 2021. March 13, 2020
was the last day that we as teachers and students had all been together in a school building. On
that date, we had no idea that COVID-19 would extend our spring vacation for a week.
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We certainly could not have fathomed that it would be over one year before teachers and
students were back in a physical school building all together again. Never has care and
connection with students been more important than it has been this last year. It has also never
been more challenging to connect with students and to build relationships over a computer
screen. The use of cameras and microphones was not a requirement of students to participate.
Many days, I was talking to a screen and receiving no response from students in these online
classes. Yet, I persisted.
It became apparent quite quickly that my teaching mentor and I would need to create
lessons, design activities, and use strategies that would engage students in online learning and
open pathways to build rapport with students who we had never seen nor heard. I began to share
information about my own life and family with students to see if that would pique their interest. I
created a listening comprehension activity where students watched a video of me interviewing
one of my sons. The students got to have a glimpse into my house, see and hear one of my
children, see how I interact with someone outside of school. The students then had to answer
comprehension questions based on the video (Fig. 9). Not all of the students completed the
assignment, however many of them at least watched the video and asked me questions about my
son and my home. This event opened the door for me to share more about my life, and to ask
them questions about theirs.
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Figure 8:
Entrevista con Nikash/Interview with Nikash

Another activity that my mentor teacher and I engaged the students in was once a week
we would hold a “Story Asking” activity. We gave the students choices in order to create
characters for a group story, as well as what would transpire in the story. Questions such as “Is
the character male or female?” got the students talking or debating in the Chat feature of Zoom
as to what gender the character should be. An example of this is depicted in Fig. 9 where we
asked the students questions about the character's age, gender, etc. The students determined that
the primary character was a young adult male, 20-years-old, named Michael (See Fig. 9).
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Figure 9:
Determining gender, qualities etc. of the main character

The students continued to collaborate and make suggestions for the story. They decided
that they needed a second role, and they were sure it was a 15-year-old young man named
Miguel (See Fig. 10).
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Figure 10:
The brother, Miguel

This activity creates a kind of routine and consistency, and not only encourages
cooperation between students, but also between students and teachers. The interactions between
the teachers and the students created an atmosphere of camaraderie and cohesiveness, a team.
The students continued to create a story about two ugly brothers.
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Figure 11:
The background story of Las Aventuras de los Hermanos Feos

As the story of Michael and Miguel developed and evolved, so did the rapport and
camaraderie amongst the class. This collaborative process continued for several weeks until the
students came to the consensus that the story was complete (See Fig. 12).
Figure 12:
The final result of the story collaboration
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During one lesson, I was able to have an interaction with a student that was not one that
had been in a lesson plan or assignment. Owing to computer applications placed on school
district-issued laptop computers, teachers in this district can remotely view the computer screens
and activities of their students while they are in their class only. One student was not responding
to questions or engaging in the class. I checked to see if she was at her computer or had just
logged into class and stepped away. She was, in fact, engaged in an online conversation with
someone who was writing cutting and cruel remarks to my student. I was able to nonchalantly
intervene and direct my student’s attention away from the online conversation with her peer. I
had already planned to work individually with her on interpersonal speaking assessment, so I
created a breakout room for us to discuss the assessment. Instead of using our one-on-one time to
begin her assessment, I took this opportunity to connect with her instead on a human-to-human
level about what had happened in her online conversation with her peer and how to navigate that
situation. I set the interpersonal assessment aside to be available to the student and help her
through the waters of this situation.
From the following journal entry, I can see how this interaction, and my decision to delay
the assessment fell under the theme of equity, as well as a time when my teaching strategies
connected directly to my philosophy of teaching. Ideally, with equity in education, every student
would receive the support they need in order to have an equal chance at academic success. This
student had found herself in a situation where she was the victim of cyberbullying of a violent
nature. She was crying and scared. To have required that she participate in the assessment since
it was due that day would not have been an equitable teaching strategy. She would not have been
in the best position to be able to focus on the assessment and its requirements. Not to mention the
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fact that this was a speaking assessment and since she was crying, there is a high chance that her
speech may have been incomprehensible.
According to American psychologist Abraham Maslow and his Hierarchy of Needs, this
student was grappling with a feeling of lack of safety and a lack of belonging. Without having
those needs met, she would not have focused on demonstrating her highest potential. To put the
assessment aside and focus on this student’s immediate needs was also my philosophy of
teaching in action. Through my relationship with this student, I focused on her needs, both
educational and emotional at that time. The journal entry from that day reflects how my
interaction and rapport with students really fit with my philosophy of teaching. The journal entry
states:
The way that I interact with the students, show care for them, and work on
developing rapport and relationships with them is exactly what my philosophy is and
what I aim for. I ask the students questions about their weekend, their other classes, and
remember details about their family members. Today I had the opportunity to observe an
online text conversation between a student and another person. The conversation was not
school appropriate and violent in nature. I was able to reach out to the student and
connect with her to determine what was going on. I was also able to convey to her the
deep care and concern I have for her. We worked together to problem-solve the situation
and focused on some of the positive things that were coming up for her. She was
distressed, but I feel that caring for her as a person and putting the interpersonal
assessment aside until after vacation was the right thing to do; the only thing to do.
Even though I had felt as if I had not made the mark in terms of aligning lesson plans,
activities, and strategies with my teaching philosophy, through the process of reflecting on my
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classroom activities and strategies, as well as reading through my journal entries, I became aware
that I did indeed make the mark, but it just looked different that it would have looked any other
school year. This year has been one of redefining what teaching and learning look like. This is
also one of the ways to redefine academic participation and active teacher-student relationships.
Conclusion
Examining and reflecting on the data obtained during my action research was a way to
guide me on my quest to answer the questions I posed for my research project. Analyzing my
journal reflections, listening to recorded lessons, reviewing my lesson plans, observations, and
interviews revealed that I have continued to progress and develop as a Spanish language teacher
throughout my time in the MAT program. Though my teaching is yet to be where I want it to be
with best practices in differentiation and equitable learning strategies applied firmly and
consistently in all of my lessons and assessments, there are indicators of my improvement in
these areas as my experience has increased. What's more, the data sets revealed that my role as
an educator in the classroom aligns with my philosophy of teaching. A continued examination of
my teaching by looking for differentiation, the best equitable learning strategies, and to verify
that all aspects of my teaching align with my philosophy of teaching, is a worthwhile endeavor
and can help me grow as an educator. I can engage in ongoing action research throughout my
career as a teacher, which will improve my role as an educator as well as improve learning
outcomes for my students. In the next chapter, I will discuss the implications of these findings,
limitations in the action research, and future implications of these findings.
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Chapter 5
Overview
The purpose of this action research project was to increase my awareness of my own
teaching to see how I have grown as a teacher, and to see whether or not there are adjustments
that I could make to better reach the goal of providing differentiated and equitable instruction
that aligns with my philosophy of teaching. This research helped me to look at specific aspects of
my teaching through the framework of the three research questions that provided the focus of
this action research project. The research questions utilized for this purpose were: 1) How has the
differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the course of my teaching experience? 2)
How do I incorporate the best equitable learning strategies in my lessons? 3) How do my lesson
plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching philosophy?
In order to answer these research questions, I compiled data on my teaching practices for
eight weeks that included data from journal entries, audio recordings of my teaching, observing
and interviewing my mentor teacher, feedback received from my mentor teacher, and my lesson
plans.
Through reviewing the literature and analyzing the data collected for this research
project, I was able to draw conclusions about my current teaching practices, and how I
differentiate instruction, incorporate equitable learning strategies, and how, or if, these align with
my philosophy of teaching. In this chapter, I will discuss the implications, limitations, and future
implications in relation to the research question findings and goals of the research project.
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Implications
The evidence presented as a result of this action research indicates that I have made
continuous progress in finding ways to align my lesson planning, teaching strategies, and
assessments to evidence-based best practices for differentiation and equity in the classroom. I
will address my findings as they relate to each of my research questions.
1) How has the differentiation in my lesson planning changed over the course of my
teaching experience? My lesson plans changed over the course of my teaching experience to
allow for increased differentiation and to meet the specific needs of my students, especially those
that struggle with literacy and those who are Heritage Language Learners. Not only have my
lesson plans changed over time, but I, as an educator, have changed and evolved as well. I have
become more intentional in my lesson planning so that instruction and assessment better reflect
the needs of my students. When considering differentiation strategies at the onset of this action
research project, I had not considered the depth and breadth of the needs of the Heritage
Language Learners. I assumed that, for the most part, the challenges of literacy would draw my
focus. My biggest surprise was as I compared my lesson plans and strategies, listened to my
audio recordings, and reflected on my journal writings, I discovered that the needs of Heritage
Language Learners in a Spanish class meant for the general population were very different from
those needs of students who did not speak Spanish as a heritage language. It became apparent
very quickly that I would need to employ new strategies for differentiated teaching and learning
to best serve the needs of these students. Working with my mentor teacher as well as instruction
in my content pedagogy class helped me to find ways to scaffold differentiated and challenging
lessons for Heritage Language Learners. The lesson plans evolved from providing universal
design for all learners to including more specific strategies for Heritage Language Learners,
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which included extension exercises that fostered the increased teaching and learning of grammar
and spelling, as well as increased reading and writing of longer sentences, paragraphs, and pieces
of text, according to each student’s needs. I not only sought out cultural artefacts such as music,
literature, and videos that were not only connected to the heritage language of these students, but
to aspects of their heritage culture as well.
Another aspect of my inquiry into differentiation led me to discover, or rather remind me,
what constitutes literacy and what strategies I can use that fall in line with the broad definition of
reading and writing. Last summer through Western Oregon University, I attended a content area
literacy class. The class emphasized and iterated what it truly means to read. In the book
Developing Readers in the Academic Discipline, by Doug Buehl (2017), the author states that
reading is not simply the deciphering of symbols on a page to create meaning transferred from
one person to others, but rather reading is examining information and creating our own meaning
based on our reflection on that information. Literacy does not have to be the reading of words on
the paper. Literacy also includes using pictures and symbols to transmit information. In the case
of one of my students who reads at a level that is significantly lower than grade level, utilizing
pictures and symbols for him to comprehend the information passed on to him is a perfectly
acceptable strategy in differentiation.
2) How do I incorporate the equitable learning strategies in my lessons? At the onset of
this research project, I felt that the teaching strategies that I employed were equitable to some
degree, but that I had much work to do to improve them and make them more equitable.
Working with a mentor teacher who is skilled in proficiency-based teaching and learning (PBTL)
and has been instrumental in incorporating a PBTL system of evaluating students schoolwide,
has been an asset beyond compare. Having the opportunity to receive training in PBTL, to design

72

rubrics for scoring assessments, and then to use those rubrics to create assessments has been
invaluable. The rubrics have the standard at their heart. Once the rubric factors the key points
from the standards, the assessment is created around the rubric, which then drives the lessons and
instruction. In a school that historically has been fraught with challenges and inequities, a PBTL
system of teaching and assessing has shown to be the most equitable for this school. Sharing
with students the proficiency rubric that lays out the exact expectations for the assessment prior
to receiving the assessment has been invaluable. One can almost visibly see a wave of relief
wash over the students when they know what the scoring criteria are. Giving students choices
about how to complete the assignments and assessments lowers their affective filter and
maximizes engagement in class. With PBTL, students get what they need, which may not look
like what every other student receives, but it is equitable. Some students may opt to write an
essay, where another chooses to create a painting to express those same understandings. Through
this differentiation, equity occurs. Differentiation and equity go hand-in-hand.
3) How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align with my teaching philosophy?
My lesson plans changed quite a bit during this course of research. As I learned more about
differentiation and PBTL, more layers of the onion were peeled back and revealed nuances that
shifted in order to meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of the students. My
differentiation application of equitable strategies became more intentional and more tailored to
the needs of each individual student. As my lessons and teaching became more intentional and
individualized, the closer I got to aligning my teaching with my philosophy of teaching. In
addition to this, as my mentor teacher and I worked through this first school year of COVID-19,
I realized the depth of the importance of creating rapport and developing positive relationships
with the students, and what an impact it has on the students. I specifically found that students
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who do not have their needs met or who do not feel safe will not be able to engage in the lessons.
Their preoccupation with other more pressing issues, which impact their academic achievement.
The findings show that meeting our students' needs first, even if they are not academic at that
time, is a way of laying the foundation for future academic success. Put the fire out first, then
work on building up from there. When we take the time to establish a relationship and connect
with our students, we help them along the hierarchy of having their needs met, which will
eventually lead to increased learning outcomes.
Limitations
The results of the action research are positive and show progress toward addressing the
research questions, ultimately, reaching my goal. There were a few limitations of note. This is
the 2020-21 school year and has been one of the likes the world has never experienced before.
We have been in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has brought the entire world to a
grinding halt. In addition, in the fall unprecedented wildfires near the city, an unprecedented ice
storm in the winter, and not to mention, civil and political unrest throughout the state and the
nation all greatly impacted the students. Students were at home all day in online school for most
of this school year and had access to these events unfolding in front of their eyes. There was
much fear, anxiety, and disengagement that snowballed on itself and lasted for months. As I was
wrapping up my data collection students were transitioning back into a hybrid model of school.
Students are in cohorts where they are in the school building every other day and at home for the
others. The two cohorts alternate days that they are in the school building in order to reduce the
number of people in the building in hopes of reducing exposure to COVID-19. This issue
disrupted the online-only schedule to which we had become accustomed and caused the class
sizes to become very small. Some days there were only one or two students in class. This issue
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reduced my effectiveness and consistency in collecting data. In a more stable and consistent
school year, I would imagine that my data collection would also be more in-depth with a broader
base to collect from.
Future Implications
This action research project provided me with valuable experience participating in this
qualitative type of research. This type of research and self-reflection is imperative in the world of
education for educators to evolve and transform. While the data analysis shows that I have made
progress and growth in my teaching practices, it has also made me keenly aware of just how
much I can grow. My findings on differentiation for Heritage Language Learners will drive my
planning, instruction, and assessments for these students going forward. Moreover, my findings
on differentiation for these students have also spurred me to consider the aspects of my role as an
advocate for students in the school at large. In this school, more than fifty percent of the students
identify as Hispanic. This number does not include students who identify as “multiracial” where
Hispanic/Latino heritage may be a part of their ethnic or cultural identity but is not specifically
noted. With such a high percentage of Hispanic students in the school, it would be appropriate to
offer Spanish as a Heritage Language class in order to provide explicit differentiation for
students. I can grow as an educator by not only providing differentiated instruction and
assessment in my classes, but also by advocating for the provision of Spanish as a Heritage
Language class as a means of providing a differentiated course that is relevant to a large portion
of the student body.
The findings from my research on equitable learning strategies really drove home the
strengths and benefits of providing proficiency-based teaching and learning, especially in a
school where inequities and disparities are glaring. These findings have piqued my curiosity
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even more and have already inspired me to research the trends and best practices in proficiencybased teaching and learning. I move forward in my own teaching practice. I will continue to
research and learn more about PBTL, and how I will use it as a tool to provide equitable learning
strategies and assessments. Working closely with my mentor teachers will allow me to develop
goals and plans to keep abreast of the latest research on best practices for teaching and learning,
and for advocacy for students.
As I reflect on the findings of my first and second research questions, they provide the
answer to my third research question, How do my lesson plans, activities, and strategies align
with my teaching philosophy?, and provide for me the blueprint as I move forward in my
teaching practice. Providing differentiated instruction and equitable learning strategies for my
students will allow me to develop deeper relationships with my students and to meet their
academic, social, and emotional needs in my classes and in the greater school community.
Conclusion
The process of action research has taught me that to accurately assess my strengths and
weaknesses as an educator, I need to create goals, collect data around those goals, and reflect on
the findings in order to grow professionally as an educator. Through this action research, I was
able to determine although I was making the mark in some areas, in others I needed to dig
deeper. I was also very surprised by some of my findings, and my priorities for advocacy have
deepened and shifted.
This action research provided positive results to my questions and has given me guidance
for what my next steps as an educator should be. These next steps will lead me to more
revelations about my teaching practices and, hopefully, point me in the direction of the next set
of goals that will guide my development as a well-rounded evidence-based educator.
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